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EFFECT OF A POLITICAL SETTLEMENT IN LAOS ON THE 
PROPOSED PROGRAM OF ACTION FOR VIETNAM 


If agreement is reached, on a cease fire, political negotiations on 

the future of Laos will begin on May 12 at the Fourteen Power Conference 
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in Geneva. However, the April 26th statement on Laos by the Chinese 
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Communist indicates that the Communist members of that conference 
intend to expand the negotiations to include other areas of Southeast 
Asia. As a result, it can be expected that the Fourteen Power meeting 
will be prolonged, covering several months or more. 

The effect of these negotiations on the Proposed Program of Action 

for Vietnam will be threefold: : 

* . 

First, the very fact that the Fourteen Powers are meeting 
under essentially the same ground rules as the 1954 Geneva Accords, 
including the concept of an ICC mechanism in Laos, Vietnam and Cam- 
bodia, could have a politically inhibiting effect on any significant 
measures which the U. S. might undertake to prevent a Communist 
take-over in South Vietnam. 

Second , as has been their practice in the past, the Com- 
munists can be expected to use the cover of an international negotiation 
to expand their subversive activities. In this case, close coordination 
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of their efforts in Southern Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam can be expected. 
The 250 mile border between South Vietnam and Laos, while never 
effectively sealed in the past, will now be deprived of even the semblance 
of protection which the friendly, pro- western Laos offers. 

Third, the three principal passes through the Annamite Moun- 
tains (the Nape Pass, Mugia Gap, and the pass that controls the road from 

Quang Tri to Savannakhet) lie in Southern Laos. These passes control 

/ 

three key military avenues of advance from North Vietnam through Laos 
into the open Mekong valley leading to Thailand and South Vietnam. A Lao 
political settlement that would afford the Communists an opportunity to 
maintain any sort of control, covertly or otherwise, of these mountain 
passes would make them gate keepers to the primary inland invasion route 
leading to Saigon and flanking the most important defensive terrain in the 
northern area of South Vietnam. 


The first of these effects has little significance since this government 


has already indicated that we will not consider ourselves bound by any 
limitations imposed by the 1954 Geneva Agreements. 

As to the second, the neutralization or loss of Laos to the Free 
World will, of course, compound the problems which the G. V.N. faces 
in maintaining the security of their border with Laos. It will also improve 
the Communist capabilities to infiltrate personnel and equipment into 
Southern Vietnam through Cambodia. The extremely rugged nature of 
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the terrain along the Laos -G.V.N. boundary makes it almost impossible 
to establish a •’water-tight 11 border. However, this same rugged terrain 
limits the smuggling routes to one principal road, (the east-west highway 
from Savannakhet to Tchepone to Quang Tri) and to some 12-15 reason- 
ably passable trails. 

Barring a significant increase in the present level of guerrilla 

infiltration and military aggressioz^ the 170, 000 RVNAF and 68, 000 
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Civil Guard, bolstered by the establishment of an effective intelligence 
and patrol system, regular aerial border surveillance and the applica- 
tion of technological area-denial techniques (e.g. , CW, BW, light plastic, 
air-droppable landmines, fluorescent materials, etc.), fefth. capability 


of continuing the suppression of the insurgency and even making consider- 
able headway against it. This capability will, of course, depend on the 
successful completion of the present retaining program. Given the aug- 
mentation and strengthening of the RVNAF now being proposed, it is 
considered an acceptable military risk that South Vietnam can cope suc- 
cessfully with this threat. 

« 

The third, however, poses a direct and serious military threat to 
the entire western flank of South Vietnam. It cannot be met within the 
dimensions of our internal security program alone. It requires the prompt 
organization of two new G.V.N. divisions and a vastly accelerated U.S. 
training program for the entire G.V.N. army. Because of the shortage 
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of trained officers and non-commissioned officers cadres, its success 
depends upon raising the combat effectiveness of the South Vietnamese 
forces by an entire order of magnitude within a matter of 6-8 months. 

To meet this new situation it will be necessary to augment the MAAG 
with two U.S. training commands, each capable of establishing a divi- 
sional field training area on the 'high plateau". Each of these training 
. 

commands would require approximately 1600 U.S. instructors drawn 
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from Army or Marine Corps sources. 

COyS 

In addition to the regular divisional training program, jpjfc accel- 
eration of Special Forces training is indicated to assist the G.V.N. forces 

. 

counter the increased level of Viet Cong guerrilla activity which can be 
expected to follow a cease fire in Laos. This will require a further MAAG 
augmentation of a Special Forces Group. To meet the urgency of the 
situation, a Special Forces Group should be deployed at once to Nha Trang 
for this purpose. 

In summary , the net effect of a political settlement in Laos, while 
complicating one important aspect of the problem of the defense of South 
Vietnam, will not make the over-all task impossible or even impracticable. 

Specifically, force levels for the G.V.N. army will have to be 
increased by two divisions; modern equipment, primarily of the communi- 
cation and reconnaissance types, will have to be provided to assist the 
G.V.N. in setting up and operating an effective border control system; 
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